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The Interlibrary Loan Office in the Marx 
Library at the University of South 
Alabama had been informally using ILL 
statistics to manage collections, and we 
had been conducting satisfaction 
surveys of patrons for years, but we had 
not used the data to look at offering new 
or expanded programs or to change 
existing policy. In 2016, we decided to 
change that. We looked at data on the 
requests that had to be cancelled 
because the cost was too great, we 
looked at the Reasons for No reports, 
and we looked at the comments on the 
faculty and graduate student surveys. 
The results led us to conclude that the 
most useful step we could take would 
be to pilot a program where the library, 
instead of faculty and graduate 
students, paid for ILL requests from 
institutions that charged to fill such 
requests. In the middle of the COVID-19 
closure, we continued to keep track of 
this ILL data and believe that it, 
combined with the survey data, will 
provide valuable insight for general 
planning and assist us in developing 
crisis planning as well.
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Results
Pilot Program
After looking at the results of the survey 
and combining it with the ILL data, we 
realized we could afford to absorb that 
cost since the Marx Library is a net 
lender, and we would be using IFM. 
Instead of immediately advertising that 
the library would be paying for ILL 
requests, in August of 2016, we 
implemented a “soft” pilot program. We 
paid for ILL requests but did not 
advertise it, so that we could learn if our 
assumption about affordability was 
correct. Most of the comments had 
focused on graduate students, but we 
expanded the group to include faculty 
and undergraduate students who were 
working on theses or capstone projects.
The pilot program ran for three years, 
from 2016-2019, after which we 
analyzed the data we had gathered. Our 
initial plan was to run a cost analysis of 
ILL borrowing expenditures; however, 
we expanded our review to include an 
analysis of the types of libraries which 
filled our requests thinking to use that 
data for collection management 
purposes.
The Impact of COVID-19
When the COVID closures suddenly hit 
the nation and libraries closed, we 
began to wonder about the effect these 
closures would have on both our ILL 
statistics and our new program, so we 
carefully monitored the data. We 
expected increases in requests for 
articles and decreases in requests for 




Impetus for Policy Change
The following factors led the Marx 
Library ILL staff to look at changing the 
library’s policy on charging for ILL:
Comments from faculty and students 
on ILL satisfaction surveys that 
indicated faculty and students felt 
that students should not be charged 
for Interlibrary Loan items.
 In-person and email questions from 
students and faculty about the 
Libraries charging them for ILL
Declining enrollment at USA
Wish to encourage even higher use 
of ILL to replace some high cost/low 
use subscriptions
To make decisions about needed policy 
changes and new programs, librarians at the 
Marx Library examined four years of survey 
data and comments along with three years of 
Interlibrary Loan requests and charges data.
Survey Design
The ILL satisfaction survey consisted of 
seven questions. Five were simple rating 
questions where respondents were asked to 
rate the service on a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 
the lowest and 5 the highest. Two comment 
questions designed to elicit longer answers 
were also included. The ratings questions 
measured satisfaction but could not provide 
information on changing our programs or 
policies, so we focused on the answers to the 
comments questions, which were:
 Please briefly describe the value our 
services provide in regards to your 
research and teaching.
 Do you have any suggestions for 
improvements to the Marx Library’s ILL 
services?
Results of Survey
As expected, the comments questions 
yielded the most actionable items, and 
librarians decided to work with the most 
frequent comment from faculty and graduate 
students, which was that graduate students 
should not have to pay for any ILL requests. 
ILL Data 
The Marx Library policy had been that we 
charged the patron for items that we were 
charged for when we borrowed them. In order 
to decide whether we could afford to absorb 
the cost of ILL requests, we analyzed the ILL 
data covering 2012-2015, looking at charges 
paid, number of requests filled and paid, 
number of requests cancelled because of 
charges, and cost. The average the Marx 




Looking at the costs over the three years of the 
pilot, it is clear that the Marx Library has spent 
more than the previous average of $3487.97. 
These numbers, however, are sustainable for 
us if we remain a net lender.  We will continue 
to monitor the numbers and use the COVID-19 
data in conjunction with those numbers to 
expand our collections of electronic resources, 
look at ebook lending, and investigate joining 
consortia to help us support our patrons. 
Cost Data
